Canadian community health centres and the Internet: exploring the challenges and solutions.
Community Health Centres (CHCs) across Canada are providing essential health and social services to many communities, and this function is becoming more vital as provinces concentrate on cutting costs and developing more economic and efficient solutions to the current healthcare system. More than 300 of these community-based organizations currently serve upwards to 13% of the Canadian population, providing a wide range of services in an attempt to promote total wellness in their communities. Over one half of all CHCs are located in rural or remote areas. However, despite the apparent need for, and success of, CHCs, they are among the most underserved health provision groups in the country. Many CHCs lack critical funding and resources, particularly in the area of technology. In this Information Age, the health sector is realizing the importance of using information technologies to increase efficiency, improve services, and maintain viability. Community Health Centres, however, often do not have money for even the most basic technologies such as fax machines, let alone computers and Internet access. Community Health Centres in Canada need to be given the tools they need in order to continue providing quality health care to their communities. This article provides an overview of the current situation of CHCs in Canada vis(-)à-vis the Internet and other information technologies. Some of the practical and organizational challenges facing CHCs in this area will be discussed, as well as potential solutions that could and are being developed to overcome these barriers. It is an objective of this article to facilitate information and resource-sharing and the creation of links between CHCs across Canada. Community Health Centres may benefit from better understanding of the implications of these new technologies, discovering ways in which their peers are using the Internet, and communicating with one another in order to begin basic planning and needs assessments. As part of this overview, a brief update on the status of the HealthNet Community Access Pilot will be provided. The HealthNet Community Access Pilot is a collaborative project aimed at educating and providing CHCs across Canada with the tools to help them begin implementing Internet systems and policies within their own context. Part of this grassroots effort involves developing appropriate technical solutions, software, training materials, and support resources to help demystify and simplify the technology. Some of these tools and recommendations will be available at ITCH '96 for use by other CHCs.